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ADVOCATE OF PEACE 



March 



acts, of course. But it is only the part of good sense 
that she should also clear up our misunderstanding, 
that we may realize our ambition to keep out of this 
war and to maintain that peace which accompanies dig- 
nity, honor, and justice* 
February 12, 1917. 



AS TO "OVERT ACTS" 

Today the most important and thought-provoking 
words in our American speech are the words "overt 
acts." To 'define the word "overt," as employed by the 
President in his speech before the Congress, February 3. 
is not easy. The President said : 

"Notwithstanding this unexpected action of the Ger- 
man Government, this sudden and deeply deplorable re- 
nunciation of its assurances, given this government at 
one of the most critical moments of tension in the rela- 
tions of the two governments, I refuse to believe that 
it is the intention of the German authorities to do in 
fact what they have warned us they will feel at liberty 
to do. I cannot bring myself to believe that they will 
indeed pay no regard to the ancient friendship between 
their people and our own, or to the solemn obligations 
which have been exchanged between them, and destroy 
American ships and take the lives of American citizens 
in the willful prosecution of the ruthless naval program 
they have announced their intention to adopt. Only 
actual overt acts on their part can make me believe it 
even now." 

From this language it might be fair to infer that the 
President means by overt acts the destruction of Ameri- 
can ships and the killing of American citizens. . And 
yet the point which the President makes is that only 
actual overt acts on the part of the Central Powers can 
convince him that Germany plans to destroy American 
ships and kill American citizens. This is capable of 
being interpreted that there are other acts than the 
sinking of American ships and the killing of American 
citizens which may be interpreted as overt. And this 
is well within the accepted meaning of the word, for, as 
commonly defined, an overt act is an open or manifest 
act from which criminality is inferred, and, like all 
moral actions, it must be measured by the intention or 
motive behind the act. 

One naturally and anxiously wonders what interpreta- 
tion the President will find it necessary to apply in the 
premises. If an American ship carrying contraband is 
sunk after visit and search, would that be an overt act? 
If an American ship carrying contraband is captured 
and sunk without an investigation by a prize court, 
would that be an overt act? Or must it be necessary 
that lives shall be lost in either case before the act can 
be said to be overt? If a belligerent vessel carrying 
American non-contraband goods is sunk and the goods 
destroyed, would that be an overt act? If a belligerent 



ship carrying American citizens is sunk and the Ameri- 
can citizens saved, would that be an overt act? If an 
American ship carrying contraband is sunk within the 
restricted zone and without notice, but without the loss 
of life, would that be an overt act? If, added to this 
last supposititious case, American lives are lost, would 
the act then become overt? If a belligerent merchant 
vessel, with no contraband aboard, but carrying United 
States mails, is sunk after notice, and that without loss 
of life, would that be an overt act ? 

As a matter of fact, we are not clear upon these mat- 
ters. The word overt does not carry with it its own ex- 
planation. It may be fair to assume that the President 
means that if any American ship free of contraband is 
sunk, with or without notice, that it would be counted 
among the casus belli. The same would be true if an 
American ship carrying contraband is sunk without no- 
tice. It would also be an overt act, we may assume, if 
a belligerent merchant vessel carrying American citizens 
is sunk without notice, especially if American lives are 
lost. 

The situation is that the word overt can be interpreted 
at present only by the man who so conspicuously used it, 
namely, the President of the United States. As a mat- 
ter of fact, every overt act conceivable has been com- 
mitted by the Central Powers, and many of these overt 
acts have been committed by the Entente Allies. On 
the last analysis the word will be denned, and the ques- 
tion of peace or war decided, by the collective judgment 
and emotion of the American people, for the President 
of the United States is day by day undoubtedly the very 
embodiment of that judgment and emotion. 

What, therefore, are we to believe as a matter of duty ? 



A MATTER OF DUTY 

It is the duty of the United States Government, by 
methods perfectly familiar to it, to leave no stone 
unturned in its efforts to obtain from the Central Powers 
a modification of the submarine program. In the mean- 
time it is our duty to interpret, dispassionately and in 
accordance with facts, the plans and policy of the Im- 
perial German Government. It is not true, for example, 
as Count von Bernstorff was careful to explain, that that 
government intends to restrict our commerce to a single 
ship a week. It is not true that the Central Powers 
purpose to go back to unrestricted submarine warfare, 
with no reservation for the safety of innocent neutral 
vessels. It is not even true that Germany can be con- 
victed of breaking a promise alleged to have been set 
forth in her note of May 4, 1916. 

It is true that Germany, in this note of May 4, did 
say that orders had been given to her submarine forces 



